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Abstract

1988 is the Bicentenary of white settlement of the Australian continent. It is estimated that the Aboriginal
population in 1788 was about 300,000. It was not until about 1860 that Australia's population exceeded 1
million. (Hugo 1986: 3). When the postwar immigration program started in 1947, there were 7.6 million
people (DILGEA 1988: 12). Since then the population has doubled to 15.6 million of which only 228,000
(1.5%) are Aborigines or Torres Strait Islanders (TSI) (Census 1986).1 Clearly Australia is a young country
which has gone through a period of extremely rapid demographic growth. Since the Second World War, about
half the growth in population has been the result of immigration. One in five residents of Australia were born
overseas: a further one in five were born in Australia with one or both parents being immigrants. Together,
first and second generation immigrants make up 40% of the population. In a wider sense, all Australians,
except the Aborigines, can trace their origins back to the migrations of the last two centuries. Australia today is
one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world, with over 100 different groups. In Australia, nationbuilding and immigration go hand-in-hand, which is why immigration has been and remains a central political
issue. The Minister of Immigration, Ethnic Affairs and Local Government is a member of the inner Cabinet.
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Demographic Change in A ustralia

1. INTRODUCTION: A NATION OF IMMIGRANTS
1988 is the Bicentenary of w hite settlem ent of the A ustralian continent. It is
estim ated th at the Aboriginal population in 1788 w as about 300,000. It was
not until about 1860 th a t A ustralia's population exceeded 1 million. (Hugo
1986: 3). W hen the postw ar im m igration program started in 1947, th ere
w ere 7.6 million people (DILGEA 1988: 12). Since then the population has
doubled to 15.6 million of which only 228,000 (1.5%) are Aborigines or
Torres Strait Islanders (TSI) (Census 1986).1 Clearly Australia is a young
country which has gone through a period of extrem ely rapid dem ographic
growth. Since the Second World War, about half the grow th in population has
been the result of imm igration. One in five residents of Australia w ere born
overseas: a fu rth e r one in five w ere born in A ustralia w ith one or both
p aren ts being im m igrants. Together, first and second generation im m igrants
make up 40% of the population. In a w ider sense, all Australians, except the
Aborigines, can trace their origins back to the m igrations of the last two
centuries. Australia today is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in
the world, w ith over 100 different groups. In Australia, nation-building and
im m igration go hand-in-hand, w hich is w hy im m igration has been and
rem ains a central political issue. The M inister of Im m igration, Ethnic Affairs
and Local Governm ent is a m em ber of the inner Cabinet.
Australia is a big country: w ith an area of 7.7 million square kilom etres, it is
the sixth largest in area after the USSR, Canada, China, the USA and Brazil. In
population it is a small country: w ith 16 million people it ranks 45th among
the w orld's nations. Australia has about as m any people as New York City.
The population density is only 2.1 persons per square kilom etre - lower than
th a t of any other country in the w orld w ith a population of more than 5
million. By com parison the population density is 723 persons per square
kilom etre in Bangladesh, 329 in Japan, 244 in the Federal Republic of
Germany and 2.6 in Canada. Nonetheless, A ustralia is a highly urbanised
country, w ith 86% of the population living in urban areas in 1981, com pared
w ith an average of 72% for all developed countries (DILGEA 1987A). The
sparse population of the huge continent has led m any people to dream of the
possibility of even more dram atic growth, b u t there are serious constraints:
the harsh environm ent and climate, lack of w ater and the delicate ecological
balance, which is leading to the advance of the deserts. The optim um size
and grow th of population are tppics of heated public debate.
1 The 1986 Census counted 206,104 Aborigines and 21,541 Torres Strait Islanders (the latter
being the inhabitants of small islands o ff the coast of Northern Queensland). For most
purposes, Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders are considered together as "Aborigine and
TSI population". Due to the large extent of racial m ixing, resulting m ainly from
exploitation of Aboriginal women by w hite men, there can be no objective definition of
this population. The Census question is based on a subjective criterion: Aborigines are
defined as those people, partly or w holly of Aboriginal descent, who identify them selves as
Aborigines, and who are accepted as such by the community with w hich they identify. *
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Two hun d red y ears of nation-building have been the them e of the
Bicentennial celebrations. But th ere is an underlying malaise; there is too
much in A ustralia's history which is hard to celebrate. The achievem ents of
the pioneering days w ere based on genocide against the Aboriginal
population; the construction of the "workingm an's paradise" after the Gold
Rush of the m id-19th century w as based on racism against Chinese and other
non-European settlers; attem pts to define A ustralian identity up to the
1960s w ere prem ised on the "White A ustralia policy".
,1.

Similarly, too much is unresolved about A ustralia's present character: there
is unease and fear about the increasing ethnic diversity resulting from mass
im m igration; the policies of non-discrim ination in im m igration and
m ulticulturalism w hich w ere introduced in the 1970s lack universal support;
the Aboriginal population still lives for the most p a rt in poverty and is
subject to racism and oppression. Major events of 1988 include the M uirhead
Royal Commission to investigate the m any deaths of Aborigines in prison,
and the debate on im m igration and racism brought about by the Fitzgerald
In q u iry into im m igration policies, and by the Liberal P arty's call for limiting
Asian imm igration.
Finally, A ustralians lack clear perspectives about their fu tu re role in the
world: geopolitical events and ethnic diversity m ake it impossible to cling to
being British, but people are anxious about the populous neighbours of Asia,
which are now rapidly overtaking A ustralia in term s of economic grow th and
ev en of living standards. Can and should A ustralia see itself as p art of Asia,
and w h a t consequences will this have for the fu tu re character of the nation?
Should A ustralia continue to see itself as a country of imm igration, w here
people of diverse backgrounds can become citizens and y e t m aintain their
cultural differences in a m ulticultural society? W hat is the optim um
population size, and w hat effects w ill grow th have on economic structure,
living stan d ards and life-styles? Such are the them es which will be
addressed in this paper.2
2. HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
W ith the loss of its Am erican colonies in the late 18th century, Britain looked
for new areas to get rid of unw anted people and to extract n atu ral resources.
The history of Australia from 1788 to 1901 is th a t of an outpost of the
British Empire. The First Fleet landed 859 convicts, soldiers and
adm inistrators to sta rt the first colony at Sydney cove. A gricultural activities
to support th eir needs w ere the beginning of the economy of w hat is today
the State of New South Wales (NSW). Settlem ent extended to coastal areas of

2 For a detailed discussion of the topic see: Castles et al. 1988.
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Tasmania, Victoria, Queensland, South A ustralia and W estern Australia in the
first half of the 19th century, w ith transportation of convicts playing a
significant role until about 1840. Table 1 gives figures on population by state
at ten -y ear intervals from 1788 to 1986.3
Table 1. Population of Australia bv State 1788-1986 (thousands)
NSW
1788
1800
1810
1820
1830
1840
1850
1860
1870
1880
1890
1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1986

Vic

1
5
10
28
45
127
267
349
538
498
724
741
859
1,113 1,134
1,360 1,196
1,684 1,301
2,092 1.528
2,546 1,792
2,791 1,915
3,241 2,237
3,877 2,888
4,574 3,482
5.205 3.931
5.402 4,019

Qld.

SA

WA

Tas.

NT

ACT

Austra

2
9
14
24
55
138
227
249

1
5
11
34
70
190
405
1,145
1,648
2,231
3,151
3,765
4,425
5,411
6,501
7,078
8,307
10,392
12,663
14,807
15,602

i).

28
115
211
392
493
599
751
917
1,031
1,205
1,502
1,812
2,301
2,588

15
64
125
185
276
319
357
407
491
574
599
723
957
1,170
1,312
1,346

1
2
6
15
25
29
49
180
277
331
432
474
573
731
1,014
1,284
1,407

1
6
24
46
69
89
101
115
145
173
194
213
226
244
290
356
390
425
436

5
3
4
5
9
14
25
82
121
155

Sources: DILGEA 1988:9, Census 1986.
Notes: NSW = New South Wales, Vic. = Victoria, Qld. = Queensland, SA = South Australia,
WA = Western Australia, Tas. =Tasmania, NT = Northern Territory, ACT = Australian
Capital Territory.
Figures prior to 1961 exclude full-blood Aborigines.

As the colonies grew, Aboriginal people w ere displaced, killed in battles for
the land, or decim ated by the diseases brought in by the settlers. Little
attem p t was made to incorporate them as w orkers in the new economy.
British colonialism in Australia had an in terest in denying the v e ry existence
of the Aborigines as hum an people. The fiction of "the em pty land" provided
a basis for legal justification of(w hite usurpation. The v ery real resistance of
Aboriginal people to colonization w as om itted from the official histories of
settlem ent. Aborigines w ere defined as non-persons, who had no state, no
recognizable form of society, no culture. They w ere labelled by racist
theories as inferior pre-hum ans: full-blooded Aboriginals w ere expected to
die out in com petition w ith the superior "Nordic" w hite race, while "half
3 The figures exclude Aborigines prior to 1961, Until that date, they were considered a
"dying race" and not part of the Australian population. A referendum in 1967 fin ally
granted citizenship to Aborigines.
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castes" might gradually be absorbed. W ith the ending of the convict labour
system in 1840, some attem pts w ere made to recruit Aborigines as cheap
labour for the pastoralists, for few free w hite men w anted the hard and
lonely job of shepherding (De L epervanche 1975: 74). The incorporation w as
n ev er more th an marginal: in 1926 it w as estim ated th a t the num ber of
Aborigines in European em ploy in the whole of A ustralia w as som ething
over 10,000 (Lyng 1935: 207). By 1931, the total Aboriginal population w as
estim ated to have declined to 67,000 (Hugo 1986: 259).
.1,

A ustralia's rapid grow th from 1800 to 1860 - w ith population more than
doubling ev ery decade - w as based mainly on im m igration from Britain.
Expansion w as due to the opening up of new areas, the developm ent of the
pastoral in d u stry (particularly sheep farm ing) and the beginnings of free
settlem ent. Assisted passages w ere seen both as a w ay of alleviating poverty
and social u n rest in Britain, and as a m eans of developing the colonies. Prior
to 1850 th ere w ere some Germans, mainly in South A ustralia and some Jews.
Employers had begun recruiting Chinese as indentured labourers. The gold
rushes of the 1850s led to a huge influx of new m igrants, m any of them from
other countries. Large num bers of Chinese came in as gold-diggers. The rapid
arrival of this exclusively male population led to fears of economic
com petition, and to racist prophecies of the dire effects on scarce w hite
wom anhood. The resu lt w as anti-Chinese riots, and the introduction of
m easures for taxing and excluding the Chinese in NSW and Victoria. Since
British policy called for free m ovem ent of labour w ithin the Empire,
dem ands for A ustralian Federation and dem ocracy and independence came
to be associated w ith racial exclusion and protection of labour.
Racism w as a central elem ent of the A ustralian labour m ovem ent, and w as
soon extended to cover the recru itm en t of Indians and South Pacific
Islanders by Queensland plantations. Hughes, leader of the Labor P arty in
1901, considered that: "Our chief plank is, of course, a W hite Australia. There
is no com prom ise about that! The industrious coloured bro th er has to go and rem ain away." (Collins 1975: 107). One of the first acts of the new
P arliam ent after Federation in 1901 w as to pass the Im m igration Restriction
Act, establishing the W hite A ustralia Policy, which w as to rem ain the basis of
im m igration policy until the 1960s.
Many of the earliest convicts w ere of Irish extraction. The Great Famine of
1845 led to a mass exodus of' Irish to Britain, the USA and Australia. The
w retched situation of the Irish made them a potential th re a t to wages and
conditions. M oreover, the viru len t a n ti-Irish racism prevalent in Britain at
the tim e w as transplanted to Australia. Although Irish people did not, on the
whole, form separate comm unities, the division betw een them and the
English continued to split the w orking class, coming to a head during the
First W orld W ar w hen the Easter Rebellion in Ireland inflam ed feelings, and
the Irish in A ustralia led the anti-conscription m ovem ent.
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M igration continued at a high level until about 1890. Much of it w as from
Britain, b u t there w ere also Germans, Italians, Scandinavians, Greeks,
Lebanese and others. Im m igration w as not restricted, so most came on their
own accord, b u t th ere w ere also assisted m igrants. Some attem pts w ere
m ade to recruit foreign indentured labourers, such as Italians for the
Queensland plantations, to replace the South Pacific Islanders, who w ere
rep atriated after racist agitation. There w as considerable racism and
discrim ination against Southern Europeans. However there w ere also
divisions among people of British origin: A ustralian w orkers saw all new
m igrants as a potential th re a t to wages and conditions, and opposed
imm igration. "Pommies", as the British w ere called, encountered
considerable initial hostility, b u t w ere later absorbed into the working class
and the labour m ovem ent (De L epervanche 1975.)
Between 1891 and 1945, im m igration was at much lower levels than before,
and consisted mainly of people from Britain. A part from a brief
expansionary period in the 1920s which did lead to substantial - often
assisted - imm igration, economic grow th w as slow, and the dem and for
labour low. The slow-down in economic grow th and in im m igration betw een
1891 and 1945 was reflected in reduced dem ographic growth. Prior to 1891
the population was growing by 3 - 4 % per y ear (w ith betw een a third and
half of the increase being directly due to im m igration). After 1891, grow th
rates fell below 2% per year, w ith only around a q u arter of the increase
coming directly from im m igrants. The low est rate of increase w as in the
Depression decade of 1931-40, w ith a grow th of only 0.85% in population
per year; 95% of this was the result of n atural increase (DILGEA 1988: 10).
However, th ere w as some Southern European imm igration, particularly from
Italy and Greece in the 1920s. Many of the Italians w ent into agriculture in
Queensland. The Southern Europeans encountered considerable hostility.
There w ere bomb outrages against Italians, w ho had been used as strike
break ers on M elbourne w harves. In 1930, tw o shiploads of Italians w ere
refused perm ission to land. In 1934 th ere w ere "anti-dago" riots at
Kalgoorlie, in which several people w ere killed. Various laws w ere passed to
limit the rights of non-B ritish im m igrants. The most restrictive w ere those in
Queensland, w here foreigners' em ploym ent w as restricted to certain
industries and land ownership! w as also made su b jec^ to special conditions
(De Lepervanche 1975).
As a resu lt of the low rates of im m igration from 1891 to 1945, the 1947
Census showed th a t A ustralia had the low est proportion of overseas-born
(9.8 %) ev er recorded. M oreover, the overw helm ing m ajority of the
overseas-born w ere from Britain. Many observers see the in ter-w ar y ears as
a period in w hich increasing hom ogeneity provided the conditions for a
growing sense of A ustralian nationhood. However, the situation w as to
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change dram atically after 1945. w ith mass im m igration contributing to rapid
population grow th, and a new and unexpected ethnic diversity.
3. DEMOGRAPHIC DEVELOPMENT 1 9 4 5 - 8 6
3.1. Population Growth and Composition
Table 1 above showed the grow th in size of the A ustralian population since
1788. Table 2 shows the dram atic grow th in the total population since 1947.
However, grow th w as more rapid in the early postw ar period than in later
years: intercensal population grow th per y e a r averaged 2.47% from 1947-54,
2.25% from 1954-61, 1.98% from 1961-66, 2.21% from 1966-71, 1.44% from
1971-76 and 1.32% from 1976-81 (Hugo 1986:4). Prelim inary results from
the 1986 Census indicate a slight increase w ith population grow th of about
1.41% per y ear from 1981-86. Like other developed countries, A ustralia is
moving tow ards lower rates of population increase. However its rates are at
p resen t b etw een those of less-developed countries (over 2% per year) and
European countries (0.5% per year or less). This is because of continuing
im m igration as well as a relatively young ag e-stru ctu re (which in tu rn is
p artly the resu lt of past immigration).

Table 2. Australian Population 1947-1986
Census
Year

Overseas-born

Total population

O/S-born
% of total

1947
1954
1961
1971
1976
1981
1986

744,187
1,286,466
1,778,780
2,579,318
2,718,318
3,003,834
3,247,301

7,579,358
8,986,530
10,508,186
12,755,638
13,548,448
14,576,330
15,602,163

9.82
14.32
16.93
20.22
20.06
20.61
20.81

Sources: DILGEA 1988, Table A3, Census 1986

Table 2 also shows th a t the overseas-born population grew far more rapidly
th an the total population betw een 1947 and 1971; while the total population
grew by about tw o thirds, the oversea-born increased th ree and a half-fold.
By 1971, im m igrants made up one fifth of the total population, a share which
has since rem ained constant, reflecting the relative decline in im m igration in
the 1970s.
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Table 3. Australian Population by Age and Sex. 1986
Males Females

Total
Persons

0/S born
persons

0-14
15-24
25-54
55-64
65*

1,864,021
1,311,714
3,174,744
714.507
693,327

1,772,824
1,277,215
3,109,569
720,842
953,393

3,636.845
2,588,929
6,284,313
1,435,349
Jl,646,720

217,137
400,752
1,792,574
423,531
413.390

Total pop.
in group
%
23.32
16.60
40.30
9.21
10.56

Total

7,758,313

7,833,843

15,592,156

3,247,384

100.00

0/S born
in group
%
6.69
12.34
55.20
1304
12.73
100.00

Source: Census 1986.

Table 3 shows the structure of the 1986 population by age and sex. With
10.56% of the population aged 65 and over, A ustralia is transitional betw een
the relatively young populations of developing countries, w here only about
3% of the population are in this age-group, and the older populations of
Europe, w h ere about 14% are aged. A ustralia is com parable in this respect to
the USA and Canada. However the proportion of aged persons has increased
from 8.05% in 1947, and this increase has become more rapid in recent years
(Hugo 1986: 149-55). A ustralia’s age-profile is characterised by large
num b ers in the 25-39 age group, as a resu lt of the "baby boom ” from 194761. As this group ages, th ere will be significant effects both for b irth rates
and for the relative size of the aged population (DILGEA 1987A: 45-6). Table
3 shows a fairly balanced sex distribution, except for people of 65 and over,
w h ere w om en predom inate, as in most developed countries.
W ith regard to the overseas-born population, Table 3 reveals an
overw helm ing concentration in the productive 25-54 age-group. This reflects
the fact th a t most m igrants came as young adults, and have not y et reached
retiring age. However, Table 3 does not accurately reflect the dem ographic
stru ctu re of m igrant households, since children born in Australia are
excluded, which m akes the age-groups 0-14 and 15-24 artificially small,
skewing the apparent age distribution. The Table does indicate th a t large
cohorts of postw ar m igrants will soon be reaching retiring age, w hich will
lead to high dem and for culturally appropriate age-care provision.,
i

A ustralia's rate of population grow th has declined due to changes in
im m igration p attern s (which will be dealt w ith below) and to changes in age
stru ctu re and fertility. Births declined from an all-tim e high of 272,000 in
1971-72 to 223,000 in 1978-79, th en increased to 241,000 in 1982-83 and
th en declined to 239,000 in 1985-86. The decline in births from 1971-80
occurred despite an increase in the num ber of w om en of childbearing age
(15-44), due to a decline in the level of fertility from 2.86 births per w om an
to 1.90. Births rose again in the 1980s as the "baby boomers" entered child
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bearing age. However the total fertility rate has continued to decline,
reaching 1.87 births per wom an in 1986 - the low est level ever. This is far
lower th an th e fertility rate in developing countries (e.g. 6.3 b irths per
w om an in Africa) b u t higher than European rates (the low est being 1.3 in the
Federal Republic of Germany) (DILGEA 1987A: 8-12).
Other dem ographic trends which may be noted briefly include the following:
- There have been significant declines in m ortality in A ustralia in the
last two decades, due to im proved health care and healthier life
styles.
- As a result, life expectancy at b irth had risen to 72.1 y ears for m en in
1983 (com pared w ith about 67.5 y e ars in 1968); and to 79.1 y ears for
w om en in 1983 (com pared w ith 74.3 y ears in 1968). This gives
A ustralians one of the highest life expectancies in the world, ranking
sev en th for m en (behind Japan, Iceland, Sweden, the N etherlands,
Norway and Israel) and sixth for w om en (behind the sam e countries
w ith the exception of Israel) (DILGEA 1987A:25).
- Both the rate of m arriage and the proportion of the population which
is m arried are declining. In 1981 60% of the population w ere m arried,
com pared w ith 64% ten y ears earlier. The average age for first
m arriages is increasing w hile a growing proportion of m arriages are
re-m arriages. A growing proportion of couples are living in de facto
relationships - about 5% in 1982. It is thought th a t in fu tu re as m any
as 25% of the population will never m arry (DILGEA 1987A: 19).
3.2. International Migration
The period following the Second World W ar w as m arked by rapid expansion
and stru ctu ral change in the A ustralian economy. The long post-w ar boom
throughout the First World, together w ith the strengthening and re 
structuring of in d u stry during the w ar, provided favourable conditions. The
aim w as not only growth, bu t also the establishm ent of a national
m anufacturing sector to reduce dependence on p rim ary industries. This led
to a strong need for additional labour, which could not be m et by n atu ral
population grow th, nor by haphazard spontaneous imm igration. So, in 1945,
the D epartm ent of Im m igration w as set up, under A rthur Caiwell, to initiate
a program of large-scale labour im m igration. The aim w as one per cent
population grow th per y ear through im m igration, in addition to an expected
one per cent n atural increase (tollins 1975 and Collins 1988).
In view of traditional w orking-class suspicion of im m igration, an ideological
justification for the program w as needed. It w as found in the appealing
slogan of "populate or perish", which played on w artim e fears of Japanese
invasion, and resurrected the image of the "yellow peril". There w as
certainly no desire to create a m ulti-ethnic society. At first the aim w as to
attract British im m igrants . W hen th ey could not be persuaded to come in
sufficient num bers, "racially acceptable" E astern and N orthern Europeans
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w ere recruited, and the public was told th at they would be fully assim ilated
as "New A ustralians”.
Im m igration w as an economic success: from 1947 to 1973 it provided 50 %
of labour force growth, giving A ustralia the highest rate of increase of any
OECD country. The D epartm ent of Im m igration in m any cases deliberately
sought out low-skilled w orkers for recruitm ent. As new com ers lacking
language proficiency, often w ithout industrial experience and qualifications,
the m igrants provided a source'of labour for unskilled and sem i-skilled jobs
in m anufacturing or in infrastru ctu re projects such as the Snowy M ountains
Hydro-electric Scheme. In the early years, m any m igrants w ere adm itted
only on the condition th a t th ey would live in cam ps and w ork w here
directed for tw o years.
Im m igration w as the motor of post-w ar expansion, right up to the beginning
of the period of recession and stagnation in the 1970s w hen the W hitlam
Labor Governm ent cut im m igration targets substantially. They crept up
again under the Fraser Liberal-National Coalition from 1975 to 1982, w ith a
shift in em phasis to entries of refugees and to the im plem entation of a
fam ily reunion policy. The Hawke Governm ent has m aintained this policy
since 1983, though most recently more w eight has been put the economic
desirability of im m igration, and im m igration levels have again been
increased.
A ustralia has experienced n et m igration (a surplus of im m igration over
em igration) ev ery y ear since 1947. The gain in population has exceeded
100,000 in about ten years, and has been betw een 50,000 and 100,000 in all
others, except 1974-78 and 1983-84. The official aim of one per cent annual
population increase through n et m igration w as in fact only achieved in the
fiv e-y ear period from 1950-55. For most y ears betw een 1945 and 1971, net
migration w as betw een 0.7 and 1.0% of total population per year. In the
1970s and the early 1980s the figure fell, b u t is currently increasing again.
In 1985-86, n et m igration totalled 93.900 persons, equal to 0.59% of total
population. A ustralia cu rren tly has the highest ratio ofNnet migration to
population of any major country in the world (DILGEA 1987A: 30).
Net m igration has generally provided slightly less than half of population
growth, w ith the figure fluctuating betw een 35-45% from 1945-71, falling to
15% in the late 1970s and recovering to its form er share in the 1980s.
Migration provided 43% of population grow th in 1985-86. (DILGEA 1988:
10). However, it m ust be rem em bered th a t m igration also makes an
additional indirect contribution to population grow th through births to
m igrant parents in Australia. Taking account of this, more th an half of
A ustralia's postw ar population grow th is the result of immigration. Migration
also holds back the ageing of the population, since most m igrants come as
young adults. Both the population and the labour force have grown far more
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rapidly in A ustralian than in other developed countries, though the rate of
increase has slowed recently. Im m igration has also made the Australian
population one of the most diverse in the world, w hich has had im portant
effects on life-styles, self-im ages and social policies.
Im m igration policy has been linked to the economic situation in Australia,
w hich explains w hy the major cut-backs in im m igration have been in the
recession periods of the m id-1970s and the early 1980s. These w ere also
periods of A ustralian Labor1 P arty (ALP) Governm ents, which have
traditionally been more reserved tow ards im m igration. A nother im portant
shift w as th e rem oval of racial discrim ination in im m igration in the early
1970s, following the dropping of the W hite A ustralia Policy in 1966. This
allowed im m igration from Asia, although this only really got under w ay w ith
the e n try of refugees from Indo-China in the late 1970s. In the early 1970s
the policy of im m igration based mainly on labour recruitm ent w as replaced
by one based on four categories: fam ily reunion, general eligibility (m ainly
people w ith skills needed in Australia), refugees and special eligibility
(m ainly New Zealanders). In 1977 for exam ple, the 73,000 settlers adm itted
fell into th e categories as follows: fam ily reunion 26%, general eligibility 37%,
refugees 11%, special eligibility 26% (Hugo 1986: 89).
In 1983 the categories w ere changed again to the following: fam ily
migration, skilled labour and business migration, refugees and special
hu m an itarian program s and special eligibility. New Zealanders, who do not
need visas, w ere considered separately. In 1986, a fu rth e r change was made:
the "extended family" (brothers and sisters, non-dependent children, cousins,
uncles and aunts) w ere rem oved from "family migration" and put in a new
"independent and concessional category", which m eans they are assessed for
em ployability in Australia. The tren d in recent y ears has been tow ards an
increase in fam ily migration, and a relative decline in skilled labour entries.
In 1982-83 the im m ediate fam ily (parents, spouses, fiancees and dependent
children) m ade up 22% of the intake, com pared to 25% in 1986-87. The
extended fam ily increased from 7% of the intake in 1982-83 to 28% in 198687. Skilled labour declined from 33% to 15% (Hugo 1988: 3). However, it
should not be forgotten th a t m any fam ily m igrants do have skills and enter
the labour m arket. Table 4 gives figures on im m igration by category for the
last tw o y ears.
i

In recent years, business groups have called for increased im m igration and
g reater em phasis on skilled and business migration, arguing th at a larger,
more highly-skilled and younger population w ould stim ulate economic
growth. Both the CEDA Report (1985) and th e CAAIP Report (1988) gave
some support to this view. As a result, intake targets have been raised to
140,000 for 1988-89, and assessm ent criteria have been changed to give
higher p riority to skills rath e r than having relatives in Australia. At the tim e
of w riting, the D epartm ent of Im m igration, Local G overnm ent and Ethnic
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Affairs (DILGEA) is working on a new assessm ent system for m igrants
designed to fu rth e r em phasise skilled and business migration. However, as
will be described below, im m igration policy is currently a topic of
w idespread and highly controversial debate.

Table 4. Categories o f Settler Arrivals to Australia. 1986-87 and 1987-88
Category

J

Family migration
Skilled Labour and business
Independent and Concessional
Special Eligibility
Refugee and Special Humanitarian
Grant of resident status to people
already in Australia
Total

1986-87
No.

%

1987-88*
No.

%

30,064
22,083
39,479
1,542
11,291

26.1
19.2
34.3
1.3
9.8

33,000
20,500
42,000
1.500
12,000

27.5
17.1
35
1.3
10

9.4

11,000

9.2

10,777 (p)
115.236

100

120.000

100

Source: DILGEA 1987A: 35
Notes: * 1987-88 figures are for expected outcome, (p) = provisional

The original intention of the postw ar im m igration program w as to recruit
mainly in Britain, bu t it soon becam e apparent th at m igrants from
A ustralia's traditional source would not be sufficient for labour
requirem ents. Recruitm ent w as extended first to Eastern Europeans in the
refugee camps, th en to Southern Europe. By the 1960s, Italians, Greeks and
Yugoslavs w ere the main source of new labour for A ustralian m anufacturing.
In the 1970s, increasing flows w ere coming from the Middle East (m ainly
Lebanon and Turkey). In the 1980s th ere has been an expansion of Asian
immigration. Figure 1 illustrates the trend.
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Figure 1. Birthplace of Settler Arrivals 19 7 7-87
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The share of the UK and Ireland in total im m igration fell from 27% in 197677 to 20% in 1986-87. Other Europe fell from 17% to 12% in the sam e period.
The share of Asians grew from 15% to 34%. It should be noted th at Asian
m igrants show g reat diversity, ranging from low -skilled and often destitute
refugees from Indo-China, to highly-educated professional and business
m igrants from Hong Kong and Malaysia. The "Other" category includes
increasing num bers of people from South Africa.
Table 5 shows changes in areas of origin of m igrants since 1966-67. In the
1960s more th an half of all m igrants came from the UK and Ireland. Italy,
Greece and Yugoslavia followed as the main source countries, w ith Asian
countries playing only a small part. By the m id-1980s, UK and Ireland had
declined considerably in num ber, though still the largest single source,
followed now by New Zealand. Then came Vietnam, the Philippines and
South Africa. No other European country figured in the top 10 source
countries. This dram atic shift. linked w ith traditional fears of an "Asian
invasion" is one cause of the Current debate on im m igration policy.
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Table 5. Settler Arrivals Too 10 Countries of Birth. 1966-67 and 1986-87

1966-67
C. OF BIRTH
NUMBER
UK and Ireland
75,510
12,890
Italy
9,830
Greece
Yugoslavia
7,550
3,410
Germany
New Zealand
2,750
USA
2,340
1,870
Netherlands
Lebanon
1,720
India
1,650
Sub-Total
119,520
Other
19,160
TOTAL
138,680

%
54.40
9.30
7.10
5.40 ,
2 .5 0 ’
2.00
. 1.70
1.30
1.20
1.20
86.20
13.80
100.00

1986-87
C. OF BIRTH
NUMBER
UK and Ireland 22,580
New Zealand
13,580
6,640
Vietnam
Philippines
6,410
South Africa
4,670
Malaysia
3,950
China
3,480
Hong Kong
3,400
Lebanon
2,870
Sri Lanka
2,800
Sub-Total
70,380
Other
42,930
TOTAL
113,310

%
19.90
12.00
5.90
5.70
4.10
3.50
3.10
3.00
2.50
2.50
62.10
37,90
100.00

Source: DILGEA. Statistics Monthly. Tulv 1988, Table 1.10.

3.3. P attern s of Settlem ent
Australia is one of the most sparsely populated countries in the world and
y e t one of the most highly urbanised. W ith only 2.1 persons per square
kilom etre its population density is lower th an th a t of any other country w ith
a population larger th an 5 million. Canada has 2.6 persons per square
kilom etre, Chad 4.0 and the USSR 12.5. However about 80% of the A ustralian
continent is arid or sem i-arid and unsuitable for settlem ent. The population
is therefore highly concentrated: in 1986, 80.5% of the people lived in the
coastal plains of the south-east, the east and the south w est, which make up
only 3.3% of the total land area. In these areas, population density is 50.7
persons per square kilom etre (DILGEA 1987A: 54-55).
In 1981, 85.7% of the population lived in urban areas, com pared w ith an
average level of urbanisation of 72.4% for all developed countries. Sixtyth ree per cent of A ustralians lived in the eleven major cities (those w ith
over 100,000 people). In several states, the g reat m ajority of the population
live in the state capital city: Sydney has 3 million people out of New South
W ales' total of 5.4 million, M elbourne has 2.7 million (Victoria: 4 million),
Adelaide has 0.9 million (South Australia: 1.3 million), P erth 0.9 million
(W estern Australia: 1.4 million). The high level of urbanisation is due to both
environm ental and historical factors. Concentrated settlem ent around the
original coastal sites w as the policy of the British colonial Government.
P atterns of settlem ent w ere influenced by the gold rushes, w hich led to the
rapid grow th of Victoria, and by the developm ent of agricultural and mining
industries. The low labour intensity of production in the interior m eant th at
population w as concentrated in the cities w hich w ere the centres of
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tran sp o rt, comm unications and commerce. Rapid grow th of m anufacturing
after 1945 continued the process.
Concentration of population in the cities continued until the 1970s, w hen a
partial rev ersal becam e apparent: the grow th rate of the major urban areas
slowed, and w as overtaken by th at of ru ral areas and of sm aller urban
centres. This corresponds to tendencies tow ards "suburbanisation" in other
developed countries (Hugo 198,6: 110-13). The overseas-born population is
much more highly concentrated th an the A ustralian-born: in 1981, 80% of
the fo rm er lived in major urban areas, com pared w ith 59% of the latter.
Concentration is particularly high for Southern Europeans and Indo-Chinese.
This relates to their concentration in urb an m anufacturing industries (Hugo:
1983).
A ustralian cities are
small by w orld standards. The whole A ustralian
population is sm aller th an th a t of Mexico City, Tokyo or SaoPaulo. The
population of Sydney is only one sixth th a t of Mexico City or one fifth th a t of
New York City (DILGEA 1987A: 57). A ustralian cities also have low
population densities, p artly because their main expansion w as in the age of
the motor car, and partly because of the A ustralian life-style of the single
storey house on a q u arter-acre block. Sydney has about 2,000 persons per
square kilom etre com pared w ith over 4,000 in London and over 12,000 in
Mexico City. This brings benefits in term s of quality of housing and
recreation facilities, but also creates tran sp o rt problem s.
As Table 1 above indicated,
the population of Australia is highly
concentrated into tw o states, w ith 34.6% in NSW and 25.8% in Victoria.
Again, this reflects both environm ental conditions and historical
developm ent. A ustralians are among the most residentially mobile people in
the world, and th ere is considerable in te r-state migration. Although all states
are growing (partly through im m igration from overseas), grow th is currently
most rap id in Queensland, W estern A ustralia and the N orthern Territory.
There is a considerable drift of population northw ards and w estw ards from
the more densely populated south-eastern states (Hugo 1986: 116-21)

4. THE ABORIGINAL POPULATION OF AUSTRALIA
At the tim e of the 1981 Census, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
population, enum erated on the basis of self-assessm ent, w as estim ated to be
around 171,000 or about 1.2% of A ustralia's total population (Fisk 1985: 4).
In 1986 th e Aboriginal and TSI population w as 228,000 or 1.5% of total
population. The resu lts of the 1986 Census indicate a substantial increase in
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Aboriginal population, presum ably because changing consciousness has made
Aborigines more willing to declare their origins.4
In the 1930s, the Aboriginal population began to increase again from an alltim e low of 67,000 persons. It becam e clear th a t the Aborigines w ere not
going to "die out" as had earlier been supposed, and there w as a shift to a
policy of assimilation: Aborigines w ere expected to lose their identity in the
w ider com m unity. In fact, this,,has not happened. The Aboriginal population
rem ains to a large extent both culturally differentiated and structurally
excluded in economic, social and political term s.
Until the 1960s, the policy of assim ilationism w as a cloak for concealing the
desperate socio-economic situation of m any blacks, both urban and rural.
Lack of special provision m eant ignoring the enorm ous problem s created by
an epoch of genocide, cultural im perialism , sexual exploitation and
paternalism . Moreover, successive governm ents system atically attem pted to
destroy Aboriginal identity: fam ilies w ere broken up through rem oval of
children to "training camps" or w hite foster parents. This continued into the
1950s, w ith A ustralia increasingly coming to be com pared w ith South Africa.
In 1967 a referendum decided th a t Aborigines would be counted as citizens,
w ith the right to vote. The McMahon G overnm ent established a Council for
Aboriginal Affairs which began funding incorporated Aboriginal groups. A
rising tide of political action by Aborigines put land rights oh the political
agenda. In 1972 the W hitlam G overnm ent set up a Department^of Aboriginal
Affairs, taking over most of the state pow ers in this area (with the exception
of Queensland). The Commonwealth Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) was
passed in 1976, despite the change to a more conservative governm ent
under Fraser. It had an im portant im pact on popular consciousness, although
its scope w as confined to the N orthern Territory. But by the early 1980s the
Commonwealth Governm ent w as in re tre a t from earlier promises, in the face
of pressure from the pow erful mining companies (Rowley 1986).
Aborigines show m any differences from the w hite Australian population.
They have relatively high rates of fertility and m ortality, so they are a
predom inantly young population, w ith 41% aged under 15 and only 4% aged
60 and over. Over 40% live iin ru ral areas, though there is a tren d to
migration into the cities. Tw o-thirds of Aborigines live in Queensland,
W estern A ustralia and the N orthern Territory, while most of the w hite
population are concentrated in Victoria and New South Wales. Many
Aborigines are of mixed race, mainly due to sexual exploitation of black
w om en by w hite men in the colonial period. Aborigines have retained strong
extended fam ily and com m unity links, even in the urban areas (Hugo 1986:
257-263).
4 See footnote 1 above.
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There is a lack of precise inform ation on Aborigines' economic position. Even
the most com prehensive piece of research - E.K. Fisk's study of The
Aboriginal Economy - gives no breakdow n by occupation nor industry, nor
any exact figures on unem ploym ent. Aborigines are still for the most p art
not integrated in the m ainstream econom y nor the social life of the nation.
Fisk speaks of an "Aboriginal sector" in the A ustralian economy (Fisk
1985:1). He divides the Aboriginal population into four groups: outstation
dw ellers (about 5% of all Aborigines), residents of Aboriginal towns (20%),
those living in sm aller non-Aboriginal towns, often in "fringe-dw eller camps"
(34%), and those living in cities (41%). A high proportion of these Aborigines
w ho are in w ork are em ployed by governm ent: 39% of em ployed Aborigines,
com pared w ith 24% of all Australians. A recent survey of Aboriginal work in
Victoria, the Aboriginal Labour Force Analysis (ALFA 1987), found th at 60%
of Aboriginals in em ploym ent w orked for Aboriginal organizations, and a
fu rth e r 23% w orked for Governm ent Departm ents.
Fisk found th a t Census and other data on unem ploym ent did not give an
accurate picture, b u t th at "unem ploym ent among Aborigines is v e ry much
higher th an am ongst the population as a whole" (Fisk 1985: 11) W hitfield
quotes Census data indicating Aboriginal unem ploym ent of 9% in 1971
(com pared w ith 1% for the whole population), 19% in 1976 (com pared w ith
5%) and 25% in 1981 (com pared w ith 6%). Aboriginal youth unem ploym ent
in ru ral areas is as high as 90% (W hitfield 1987: 117) A recent study, by Dr
Russell Ross of the U niversity of Sydney, puts Aboriginal unem ploym ent in
NSW at 75% for men, and 60% for wom en. The 1986 Census showed th at 35%
of Aborigines classified as in the labour force w ere unem ployed.
Fisk suggests th a t the main reason for high unem ploym ent is not racial
discrim ination, b u t Aborigines’ lack of education, skill and experience at a
tim e w hen structural factors are leading to a decline in unskilled jobs.
According to the 1986 Census, out of 137,134 Aborigines and TSI aged over
fifteen, 44 had higher degrees, 394 had bachelor degrees or graduate
diplomas, 831 had diplomas, 4,106 had trad e certificates and 3.244 had
other certificates. 103,137 had no qualifications at all (25,380 gave no
answ er or w ere not classifiable). The school retention rate (the proportion of
stu d en ts staying on from Year -8 to Year 12) w as only 11% for Aborigines in
1983 (Sydney Morning Herald 26 May 1987).
The resu lt is th a t most Aborigines have incomes well below the national
average, depending on w elfare paym ents, or on poorly-paid casual w ork. In
the 1981 Census, only 1% of Aborigines and 3% of Torres Strait Islanders
rep o rted incomes over $15,000 per year, com pared w ith 14% of the w hite
population. Only 17% of Aborigines had incom es above $8,000 com pared
w ith 44% of all A ustralians. The consequence is th a t large proportions of the
Aboriginal population live in poverty, although Fisk does suggest th at some
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out-station dw ellers m ay be som ew hat b e tter off, as they can supplem ent
th eir income by hunting (Fisk 1985: 63 and 105). In 1983 the infant
m ortality rate for Aborigines w as 3.6 tim es the national average (Sydney
Morning Herald 26 May 1987). Many Aborigines are victim s of a vicious
cycle of deprivation, in which racial discrim ination, together w ith lack of
education and training, cause unem ploym ent, which in tu rn leads to poor
housing and health, alcohol and drug abuse, and a general situation of
hopelessness. Children brought up in such circum stances easily become
caught in the same trap.
To sum up, no real effort has been made to incorporate Aborigines into the
A ustralian labour force in the period of post-w ar expansion. Nor have over
tw en ty y ears of citizenship brought much im provem ent in social and
economic conditions. Despite rhetoric on participation and equal opportunity,
official responses to the situation of the Aboriginal population are still
defined in term s of w elfare and policing. The recent investigation of the
conditions in the Aboriginal town of Toomelah in n o rth ern NSW revealed the
extent of bureaucratic neglect and m ism anagem ent, which keep Aborigines
in a m arginalised position, despite the existence of w ell-funded agencies
designed to im prove their situation (Toomelah Report 1988). The Aborigines
in A ustralia are still a third-w orld population, w ith little chance of economic
and political participation in the m odern nation. That is one reason w hy
Aboriginal organisations have largely boycotted the
Bicentennial
celebrations. They can see little to celebrate.
5. ETHNIC STRUCTURE
As a resu lt of large-scale im m igration, A ustralia today has one of the most
ethnically diverse populations in the world.
In the last few decades,
ethnicity has become a major issue in politics and social policy in Australia,
just as it has in m any other countries. To fully understand the ethnic
structure, w e m ust look not only at overseas-born persons (the "first
generation"), but also at their children born in A ustralia (the "second
generation") and at the background of subsequent generations.
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Table 6. Australian Population bv Main Birthplace Regions. 1986
Place of Birth

thousands

% o f overseasborn population

All
Australia
Not stated
Overseas

15,602
12,110
244 t
3,247

-

UK and Ireland
Northern Europe
Southern Europe
Middle East
Asia
North America
Central and South America
Africa
Oceania (excl. Australia)

1,127
455
664
137
406
63
54
78
264

-

100
34.7
14.0
20.4
4.2
12.5
1.9
1.7
2.4
8.1

% of total
population
100
77.6
1.6
20.8
7.2
2.9
4.3
0.9
2.6
0.4
0.3
0.5
1.7

Source: Census 1986, DILGEA 1987B

Table 6 shows the composition of the A ustralian population by birthplace
regions for 1986. The overseas-born m ade up 20.8% of the total population, a
slight increase on the 1981 figure (20.6%). The UK and Ireland group
rem ained th e largest bu t declined slightly in relative term s, from 7.8% of the
ov erseas-b o rn in 1981 to 7.7% in 1986. The N orthern and Southern
Europeans also declined slightly from th eir 1981 share, while the num ber
and the share of Asians increased significantly from 254.000 (8.5% of all
overseas-born) in 1981 to 406,000 (12.5% of the overseas-born) in 1986.
However Asians still only m ade up 2.6% of A ustralia's total population, which
puts racist slogans about the "Asianisation of Australia" in perspective. For
policy purposes, the main distinction made in looking at the overseas-born is
betw een people from English-speaking countries (ES), w hich refers mainly to
the UK and Ireland and New Zealand, and from non-English-speaking
countries (NES). In 1986 th ere w ere 1,438,745 persons from ES countries
(44% of the overseas-born) and 1,808,637 persons from NES countries (56%)
(DILGEA 1987B).

Demographic Change in A ustralia

The largest single national groups in Australia after the UK and Ireland-born,
w ere those born in:
Italy
262,000
8.1% of the overseas-born
New Zealand
2 1 2 ,0 0 0
6 .5 %
150.000
4.6%
Yugoslavia
Greece
138.000
4.2%
Germany
15.000
3.5%
N etherlands
95.000
2.9%
83.000
2.6%
Vietnam
Poland
68,000
2 . 1%
56,000
1.7%
Lebanon
(DILGEA 1987B).
As for the second generation, the 1986 Census indicated th at 10.3% of the
population w ere A ustralian-born but had both parents born overseas, and a
fu rth e r 10.1% w ere A ustralian-born and had one overseas-born parent.
Taking the w idest possible definition (at least one overseas-born parent)
th at m akes second generation im m igrants 20.4% of the population. First and
second generation combined are 41.2% of the population. The significance of
this fact depends on complex factors of economic, social and cultural
interaction, w hich cannot be analysed in detail here. However it is clear th at
ethnic diversity plays a role w hich does not end w ith the first generation.
For exam ple the 1986 Census indicates th a t over 2 million people speak
languages other than English at home, the most common being Italian
(405,000 people), Greek (267,000) and Chinese (131,000). Altogether
Australia is said to have about 100 ethnic groups, speaking., some 80
im m igrant languages and 150 Aboriginal languages.
The dem ographer Charles Price has attem pted to estim ate the ethnic origins
of the A ustralian population using data going back to the earliest censuses.
The sum m ary figures in Table 7 are not just for the first and second
generations, but show the ancestry of A ustralians going back to the earliest
times.
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Table 7. Price's Estimates of Ethnic Origins in Australia. 1947 and 1987
Ethnic Origin

1947
%

1987
%

2030
%

UK, Ireland, New Zealand

89.8

74.5

61.8

Northern Europe
Eastern Europe
Southern Europe
TOTALEUROPE

5.6
0.4
1.5
7.4

7.4
3.9
7.1
18.4

7.4
4.9
5.6
17.8

West Asia
South Asia
South-East Asia**
East Asia
TOTAL ASIA

1.5
0.1
0.0
0.2
1.9

2.1
0.6
1.2
1.4
5.4

3.0
3.4
4.3
5.8
16.5

Africa
Latin America
Pacific Islands
TOTALOTHER

0.0
0.1
0.1
0.1

0.1
0.3
0.3
0.7

0.6
1.3
1.3
3.1

Aborigine and TSI

0.8

1.0

1.0

TOTAL

100

100

100

Source: Presented by Dr. C.A. Price at CAAIP Conference, LaTrobe University, 16
February 1988, quoted here from Hugo 1988: 37.
Notes: * This projection is based on the assumption of net migration of 125,000 per year.
**A11 Chinese, w hether born in SE Asia, Pacific Islands or elsew here are transferred to
East Asia.

These estim ates show the im portant changes in A ustralia's ethnic
composiiton since 1947. People of UK and Irish origin rem ain dom inant, but
th ere are significant m inorities from other regions. The proportion of
Europeans not from Britain or Ireland has more th an doubled, while the
proportion of Asians has increased th ree-fo ld .5 The projection for 2030 will
be discussed in the next section of the paper.
i

Unlike some W estern European countries of im m igration (particularly
Sw itzerland and the Federal Republic of Germany), A ustralia has since 1947
regarded all im m igrants as potential citizens. Citizenship is freely available
after th ree y ears' residence in Australia. The 1986 Census showed th at 59%
of overseas-born persons have become A ustralian citizens. There are
5 In the 1986 Census a question on ancestry was included for the first time. This w ill permit
much more detailed consideration of ethnic origin in future. However, at the time of
w riting, this data is not y et available.
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substantial variations for different countries of origin. Only 47% of persons
from the UK and Ireland and 24% of those from New Zealand had taken up
citizenship. This com pared w ith 76% of Italian-born persons, 91% of the
G reek-born and 95% of those born in the USSR. Sixty-three per cent of
persons born in Asia had become A ustralian citizens. There are several
reasons for this: until recently, British people and New Zealanders had most
privileges of citizenship anyw ay, while refugees from Eastern Europe and S.E.
Asia becam e citizens quickly because th ey would otherw ise be stateless.
Length of residence also plays a part: most Southern and Eastern Europeanborn persons have been in Australia over 20 years.
In August 1987, 1.9 million overseas-born persons w ere p art of the
A ustralian labour force, making up 25% of the total of 7.7 million. There
w ere 726,000 m igrant wom en (24% of all wom en in the labour force), and
1.2 million m igrant men (26% of all men in the labour force). M igrant
w orkers are of g reat significance for the A ustralian economy: the labour
force has more than doubled from about 3 million in 1945, and m igrants
have provided more th an half the grow th (Castles, M orrissey and Pinkstone
1988).
The largest num ber of foreign-born m em bers of the labour force came from
the UK and Ireland (678,000), followed by Italy (145,200), New Zealand
(141,500), Yugoslavia (97,300), Greece (77,900), Germany (65,200), the
N etherlands (62,300) and Vietnam (51,900). W orkers from these eight
countries make up more th an tw o-thirds of the overseas-born labour force.
Looking at the situation by continent of origin, 67% come from Europe, 17%
from Asia, 8% from Oceania, 4% from America and 4% from Africa.
In recent y ears the proportion of the labour force born overseas has declined
slightly. This is p artly because m any of the m igrants who arrived w ith the
large-scale postw ar im m igration program s are reaching retiring age. It is
also due to industrial restructuring, w hich has deplaced m any older m igrant
w orkers from m anufacturing jobs. Another factor is the fairly rapid grow th ’
in the A ustralian-born labour force, mainly attributable to w om en entering
the labour force, often as p art-tim e w orkers. At the same time, the
European-born p a rt of the overseas-born labour force has declined, while
the proportion born in Asia and Oceania has increased.
Current research findings on the labour m arket position of overseas-born
w orkers in A ustralia may be sum m arised as follows (Castles, M orrissey and
Pinkstone 1988):
- Male m igrant w orkers from NES countries are o v er-rep resen ted in the
in d u stry categories m anufacturing and construction; and u n d e r
rep resen ted in agriculture; and finance, p ro p erty and business services.
W ithin m anufacturing th ey are specially concentrated in tran sp o rt
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equipm ent; other m achinery and equipm ent; basic m etal products; and
clothing and footwear.
-

Female NES m igrant w orkers are even more
m anufacturing, particularly in clothing and footw ear.

concentrated

in

- NES m igrants are particularly concentrated in trad es occupations, often as
unskilled or sem i-skilled labourers. This applies most particularly to
persons from Southern and E astern Europe, the Middle East and to South
East Asian refugees.
- Some NES m igrant groups earn substantially less th an the average for all
em ployees. This affects w orkers from Southern Europe, the Middle East
and
Indo-China especially. NES m igrant w om en are particularly
disadvantaged w ith regard to earnings.
- NES m igrant w orkers have been hard hit by restructuring and the decline
of m anufacturing and construction since the m id-1970s. Unem ploym ent
rate s for NES country-born w orkers have been higher on average than for
th e A ustralian born. In recession periods, th eir rates have risen faster
th an average. Rates have v aried substantially by birthplace, w ith some
groups having below average rates, and others substantially higher ones.
The highest rates at p resen t are those of the Lebanese and Vietnamese,
w ith betw een 20 and 40 % out of work.
- Youth unem ploym ent is a particular problem among m igrants, w ith
extrem ely high rates for certain groups, and in certain areas.
- M igrants from NES countries (particularly w om en) are likely to be
affected by problem s which are not adequately docum ented or
researched. These include hidden unem ploym ent, underem ploym ent,
enforced w ithdraw al from the w orkforce, poor occupational health,
inform al sector w ork, outw ork and m arginal self-em ploym ent.
- Difficulty in gaining recognition of overseas qualifications leads to
deskilling of some m igrant w orkers, and contributes to processes of
lab o u r-m ark et segm entation.
Taking all these points together, it m ay be said th ere is no general crisis of
m igrant em ploym ent, b u t ra th e r th a t certain groups defined by place of
origin, type of migration, recency of arrival, gender and age, experience
severe difficulties and disadvantage. M oreover, such groups tend to be
spatially concentrated in areas w here declining m anufacturing industries,
lack of am enities and growing population combine to produce urban crisis.
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M oreover it seems, paradoxically, th at the more disadvantaged these groups
are in relation to the labour m arket, the more excluded they are from
m easures w hose ostensible purpose is to reduce labour m arket disadvantage.
Thus, NESB m igrants have generally had restricted partipation in labour
m arket program s, and the less proficient their English, the more restricted
has their access been. This points to the need for more resources for English
as a second language (ESL) courses.
For a long-term view of the position of various ethnic groups in A ustralian
society, it is necessary to look at intergenerational mobility. Studies based on
the 1981 Census have shown substantial upw ard educational and
occupational mobility, particularly for children of Southern Europeans. For
exam ple 11.6% of second generation persons w ith Greek parents have high
status professional occupations, com pared w ith 1.5% of the first generation.
For Italians the com parable figures are 10% and 3.4%, and for Yugoslavs
13.1% and 3.2% (Wood and Hugo 1984: 31). Many children of m igrants have
moved out of the blue-collar jobs their parents w ere recruited for. However
th ere are also relatively high proportions of children of Southern Europeans
in the lower end of the w hite collar hierarchy in clerical occupations. Rates of
unem ploym ent are also high for the second generation. This is partly a result
of the age structure (young people have higher rates of unem ploym ent), but
may also indicate areas of disadvantage. Evidence from the schools indicates
th a t m any Southern Europeans and Asians are doing v e ry well, while other
groups have special learning problem s connected w ith language, in terru p ted
education and social background (Kalantzis and Cope 1987). The picture is
thus contradictory, and a full analysis is not possible here.

6. DEMOGRAPHIC PROJECTIONS
The A ustralian population is still growing fairly rapidly, com pared w ith
other developed countries. Assuming the continuation of im m igration at
about the c u rre n t level (net m igration of 125,000 per year), the population is
expected to grow to about 25 million by the y e ar 2025. The annual rate of
grow th is expected to fall from about 1.4% per y e ar at presen t to about 0.8%
per y ear in 2025 (DILGEA 1987A: 59-60). Like other developed countries,
Australia is moving tow ards 'a situation of zero or negative population
growth. In fact the b irth rate is already below the replacem ent rate. W ithout
immigration, the population would sta rt declining early in the 21st century.
With imm igration, w hich not only brings in additional people b u t also
reta rd s the ageing of the population, th at is likely to be postponed until late
in the 21st century. However the unpredictability of im m igration policy
makes precise prognoses impossible (Hugo 1986: 299-304).
The main reason for declining population grow th is the tren d tow ards few er
birth s noted above. Low fertility is likely to continue, as it is mainly due to
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the changing role of wom en in society. Age-specific m ortality rates are also
expected to decline, b u t the num ber of deaths will increase, due to the shift
of the population into the higher age-groups. By 2025, the A ustralian
population is expected to have a m edian age of 38.4 years, com pared w ith
31.0 y ears in 1986. This is about the sam e as the cu rre n t m edian age in the
Federal Republic of Germany, b u t by 2025 the FRG and other European
countries will have m edian agps w ell into the 40s. By 2025, 17.6% of the
A ustralian population is expected to be over 65, com pared w ith 10.5% in
1986 (DILGEA 1987A: 63-65). As the baby boom generation reaches retiring
age in the early 21st century, this will swell the aged population and reduce
the w orking population.
An ageing population has im portant policy consequences. The most obvious
is the need for provision of care for the elderly, and the construction of
appropriate ty p es of housing for sm aller (often single-person) households.
Assuming cu rre n t levels of n et migration, the aged dependency ratio (the
n u m b er of persons over 65 in ratio to the num ber of persons aged 15-64)
w ill increase from about 28% at p resen t to about 46% in 2025. This increase
of 65% w ill pu t considerable pressure on public finances and private
resources. W ithout any n et migration, the aged dependency ratio would
increase by 98% (DILGEA 1987A: 67). The effects of this developm ent are
h ard to predict: on the one hand th ere m ight be a trend tow ards
m arginalisation and im poverishm ent of the old, on the other a re-assessm ent
of the role of older people in the economy and the com m unity seem s
possible.
W hether th ere is fu rth er m igration or not, the ethnic composition of the
population will change in future, due to differences in the age structures of
the various groups, as Table 8 indicates.
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Table 8. Birthplace Composition. Australia 1986 and 202^

2025
125,000 net mig.

7.40
7.50
2.60
0.90
1.60
1.30
78.70

2025
Zero net migration
*
3.60
3.50
2.00
0.60
1.20
0.90
88.10

Total £

100.00

100.00

100.00

Total no.

15,973

18,587

25,102

Birthplace

1986

%
UK and Ireland
Other Europe
Asia
Middle East
Oceania
Other
Australia

%
5.90
5.10
7.00
1.50
2.70
2.50
75.30

Source: DILGEA 1987:68.
Note: The figure for Oceania excludes Australia

In the unlikely ev en t of zero n et migration, the share of overseas-born
persons of all origins in the population will gradually decline. However if
im m igration continues as expected (average of 125,000 net migration per
year), the share of people from the UK, Ireland and other European countries
will gradually decline, w hile the proportion from Asia will increase nearly
threefold, to 7% of total population. The share of people from the Middle East
(m ainly Turkey and Lebanon) and from Oceania (m ainly New Zealand, b u t
also the Pacific Islands) will also increase. However, despite alarm ist
propaganda, the proportion of non-Europeans in the A ustralian population
will still be only about 10% in 2030.
Table 7 above showed Charles Price's projections for ethnic origins of the
A ustralian population in 2030, using a m ethod th a t takes account of all
previous generations. Assuming n et m igration of 125,000 per year, the
B ritish /Irish and New Zealand share is likely to decline to about 62%, the
share of other Europeans to 18%, w hile the Asian proportion will slowly
increase. The share of people of Asian background in the population is likely
to be around 16% by 2030 (H ugol988: 37).6

6 Australian statistics show an unfortunate lack of consistency in their geographical
categories. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the Department of Immigration,
Local Government and Ethnic Affairs use different definitions of regions of Asia. Moreover
the ABS categories changed between 1981 and 1986. Countries such as Cyprus, Turkey and
the Lebanon may variously be included in the categories Middle East, West Asia or Asia.
This hinders comparability in many cases.
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7 . THE DEVELOPMENT OF MULTICULTURALISM
Our analysis of A ustralia's dem ographic situation shows how A ustralia has
moved in th e last 40 years from a country w ith a large m ajority of British
and Irish origin to a poly-ethnic society. W hen the postw ar im m igration
program started, Australia w as imore hom ogeneous th an ever before or since.
A cen tral p a rt of this hom ogeneity w as a culture of racism which had become
a central elem ent of A ustralian identity in the nineteen th century. A ustralian
governm ents w ere still making racist laws in the 1920s: th ey concerned the
unsuitability of people of "M editerranean stock". In the 1930s, people of
"Jewish race" w ere added (M arkus 1988). The question of "raciallyacceptable" types played a big p a rt in debates on the postw ar im m igration
policy. Racism rem ained p a rt of official policy until the late 1960s.
Until the 1970s, being A ustralian w as always defined in exclusionary term s.
In the early days, the pioneers' battle against the h ard land w as also seen as
a struggle against the "dangerous and wily" blacks. Later the fight was
against m igrants who would dilute the British character of the nation, and
underm ine the race. The main th re a t w as the "yellow peril" and above all the
Chinese w ho started coming in the m id-nineteenth century. But there was
hostility tow ards all "non-Britishers". A ustralia's self-im age was racist,
justifying genocide and exclusionism, and denying the role of non-British
migrants. But the image might have been m aintained had it not been for
A ustralia's post-w ar im m igration program m e. No ethnic diversity was
intended: British m igrants w ere w anted, and w hen they could not be
obtained in adequate num bers, the call w as for "assimilable types" who
w ould rapidly become indistinguishable from other Australians. The problem
w as how to m aintain the cohesion of the nation despite settlem ent of diverse
ethnic groups.
Other new, im m igrant nations have had to contend w ith this problem . It is
easy to un d erstand the concepts th a t can hold the USA together w ithout
recourse to ethnic identity: th ey include the revolutionary tradition, the force
of new universalistic ideals, the strength of the "American w ay of life", the
fascination of w orld power, ■ the integrative force of m odernism and
innovation. A ustralia can aspire to such ideals only in an im itative, secondrate way. As Richard W hite has pointed out, in the 1950s attem pts to define
the nation focused on "the A ustralian w ay of life". The image w as one of a
prosperous suburban society, in w hich ev ery m an had his house and garden,
his Holden car and his hobby. It w as a sexist image, centred around the man
as b read -w in n er for a n eat and happy nuclear fam ily (White 1981).
In this period, settlem ent policy w as based on assimilationism: m igrants
w ere expected to take on the A ustralian life-style, learn to use the English
language, and quickly become indistinguishable from the rest of the
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population. The only special m easures needed w ere post-arrival policies, to
provide initial housing (in hostels), basic English and some help in finding
work. M igrants w ere granted all civil and w elfare rights, and encouraged to
take up A ustralian citizenship. But no long-term policies on ethnic affairs
w ere seen as necessary, for separate ethnic identities w ere not expected to
persist.
d.

By the 1960s, it w as evident th a t assim ilation w as not taking place. Southern
Europeans w ere heavily concentrated in m anual jobs in m anufacturing and
construction. The overw helm ing m ajority lived in the big cities, especially in
industrial suburbs, such as Broadmeadows and Richmond in Melbourne,
Fairfield and M arrickviile in Sydney. M igrants w ere creating their own
com m unities, and w ere concerned to m aintain th eir languages and cultures.
They set up schools, social and w elfare associations, new spapers and radio
stations. These w ere all factors indicating the unplanned em ergence of a
pluralist society. Policies began to shift tow ards an em phasis on integration
rath e r th an assimilation This m eant recognising th a t adaptation to
A ustralian society w as not a simple and autom atic process. Special social
policy m easures w ere needed to ease the transition. M igrants’ desire to
retain th eir languages and cultures w as seen as legitim ate, and as a useful
device to ease settlem ent, as long as it did not prev en t attainm ent of the
ultim ate goal of full acceptance of the A ustralian w ay of life (DIEA 1986: 2931).
But by the 1970s, this approach w as inadequate, and th ere w as a need for a
new national ideology. There w ere several reasons for this. First, the
m odernist, assim ilationist principle had only scratched the surface of a
society still highly elitist and dom inated by Anglocentric values. Second, the
onset of recession and restructuring of the w orld economy was making
A ustralian living standards vulnerable. Third, tren d s tow ards economic and
social segm entation linked to race, ethnicity and gender w ere making the
whole concept of the "Australian w ay of life" questionable. Fourth, cultural
assim ilation w as not taking place. A ustralia becam e a country w ith 100
ethnic groups. Non-English-speaking m igrants made up a fifth of the
population. In th e inner-city areas, cultural diversity becam e a fact of life.
(
i
The real change came w ith the W hitlam Labor Government of 1972-75. A1
Grassby, w ho first becam e M inister for Im m igration and th en Commissioner
for Community Relations, enunciated the doctrine of m uiticuituraiism in his
fam ous speech on "The Familiy of the Nation". The presence of ethnic
comm unities w as seen as an enrichm ent of Australia, and special m easures
w ere needed to rem ove disadvantages suffered by any Australians,
irrespective of their origins. A M igrant Task Force w as set up to exam ine the
needs of ethnic com m unities. The main th ru st of the W hitlam Governm ent's
policy was, how ever, not tow ards cultural pluralism but tow ards the
im provem ent of w elfare and educational system s, and their adaptation to

Demographic Change in A ustralia

the reality of a m ulti-ethnic society. The A ustralian Assistance Plan designed to im prove and restru ctu re w elfare services - took special account
of the needs of NESB m igrants, and included provisions for consultation w ith
m igrant com m unities on their special needs. Bodies such as the A ustralianGreek W elfare Society, the Italian w elfare agency CO.AS.IT., the Ecumenical
Migration Centre and the Centre for Urban Research and Action began to
play a p a rt in defining issues and policies. An ethnic rights m ovem ent,
em bracing com m unity organisations of all kinds w as developing. This gave
rise to the form ation of Ethnic Communities Counciis in all states. These
linked up in 1980 to form the Federation o f Ethnic Communities Counciis o f
Austraiia (FECCA), which is the most im portant rep resen tativ e body of the
ethnic com m unities (DIEA 1986: 31-34).
The Liberal-Country P arty Coalition w hich came to pow er under Prim e
M inister Fraser in 1975 continued the policy of m ulticulturalism , b u t w ith
much stronger em phasis on cultural pluralism . It based its policies on four
principles: social cohesion; cultural identity; equality of opportunity and
access; and equal responsibility for, com m itm ent to and participation in
society (ACPEA 1982). The Fraser Governm ent's Galbally Report of 1978 laid
down principles for m ulticultural policies, and recom m ended the allocation
of an extra $50 million over th ree years for special services. The basic
philosophy of the Galbally Report w as th a t the needs of m igrants should be
m et by services available to the whole com m unity. However, until these
could be m ade culturally appropriate to the needs of diverse ethnic groups,
th ere w as a need for ethno-specific services. One w ay of providing this was
to give financial support through the D epartm ent of Im m igration and Ethnic
Affairs' (DIEA) G rant-in-A id-Schem e to w elfare associations set up by the
ethnic com m unities. A large num ber of specialised institutions w ere set up
or expanded: the A ustralian In stitu te of M ulticultural Affairs, the
M ulticultural Education Program , The English as a Second Language Program,
and so on.
Under the Hawke Labor Government, which cam e to power in 1983, most of
the principles and m easures brought in by the Fraser Governm ent have
rem ained in force until recently. However th ere w as an increased em phasis
on participation by m em bers of all ethnic groups in political and economic
life, and access and equity w ith regard to G overnm ent services. Since 1985
Commonwealth d ep artm ents w hose portfolios significantly affected m igrants
have been req u ired to make annual "access and equity statem ents" to the
M inister for Im m igration and Ethnic Affairs. M easures against racial and
sexual discrim ination have been strengthened through equal opportunities
and anti-discrim ination legislation.
In th e 1970s and early 1980s, th ere thus appeared to be a considerable
m easure of concensus in A ustralia on policies tow ards the m any ethnic
groups w hich make up the population. These policies - referred to
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collectively as m ulticulturalism - w ere endorsed and im plem ented (albeit in
varying form s) by the major political parties, and appeared to enjoy broad
public support. In A ustralian political discourse, m ulticulturalism has come
to have several meanings:
- First, a descriptive statem ent A ustralia has included m em bers of
different ethnic groups ever since 1788. The postw ar im m igration
program has led to settlem ent of m any diverse comm unities. Australia is
a polyethnic society, w ith a g reat v a rie ty of cultures.
- Second, an ideoiogy o f the way society shouid be organised In this
context, m ulticulturalism m eans accepting the legitim acy of cultural
pluralism as a long-term featu re of A ustralian society. In contrast to
earlier ideas of assim ilation of m igrants, m ulticulturalism implies the
recognition th a t ethnic com m unities will keep their own languages and
cultures for several generations. Cultural m aintenance is seen as central
to the id entity of the various ethnic groups.
- Third, a principle fo r social poiicy. Here, m ulticulturalism means
identifying structural factors w hich disadvantage or exclude m em bers of
non-English speaking comm unities. The role of governm ent is to w ork
out and im plem ent policies w hich guarantee access and equity and full
participation in all areas of society for all Australians.
- Fourth, a set o f specialinstitutions These are designed to im plem ent the
principles of participation and access and equity. M ulticultural
institutions include the Ethnic Affairs Commissions in New South Wales,
Victoria, South A ustralia and W estern Australia, and, at the Federal level,
the Advisory Council on M ulticultural Affairs (ACMA) and the Office of
M ulticultural Affairs (OMA) w ithin the D epartm ent of the Prim e M inister
and Cabinet. There are also special units w ithin a v ariety of
Commonwealth and state governm ent departm ents, as well as a large
num ber of m ulticultural services and program s (for an overview see
DIEA 1986).
These four w ays of looking at m ulticulturalism are not m utually exclusive.
However, th ere are significant differences in em phasis among the
proponents of m ulticulturalism , w ith some tending to stress cultural
pluralism and identity, while others em phasise social policy and equity.
M ulticulturalism appears as a radical d ep artu re from previous racist and
nationalist stereotypes of the nation, but this progressive move bears
problems: how is the tension betw een ethnic pluralism and the cohesiveness
of society as a whole to be resolved? How can a nation be defined, if not in
term s of ethnic identity: shared history, traditions, culture and language?
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How are core values and behavioural form s to be laid down, if the
dom inance of A nglo-A ustralian culture is no longer accepted?
In recen t years, th ere has been a renew ed debate on policies tow ards
m igrants and ethnic comm unities, and their significance for A ustralia as a
nation. M ulticulturalism had developed in a situation in which most people
accepted th a t im m igration had contributed to economic grow th and
im proving living standards. The relatively favourable fiscal situation eased
the introduction of m ulticultural institutions and m easures. By the early 80s,
this leew ay w as gone: severs economic difficulties m ade m any people
question the benefits of imm igration, and the level of state spending in the
m ulticultural area. At a local level in w orking-class areas, com petition for
jobs and w elfare resources has created conditions in which people perceived
as "outsiders" may be scape-goated. Im m igration, race and m ulticulturalism
have again become highly controversial issues.
The debate started in 1984, w hen the prom inent historian Prof. Geoffrey
Blainey called for the restriction of im m igration and w arned of w hat he
called th e "Asianisation of Australia". Blainey w as strongly supported by
Bruce Ruxton, P resident of the Victorian Returned Servicem en's League (RSL),
w hich is an im portant organisation of the w orking and low er-m iddle class in
Australia. The debate w idened into an attack on m ulticulturalism , w ith
considerable media airing through such articles as David B arnett's "Dividing
Australia" in The B u lle tin (18 February 1986) and Des Keegan's regular
"National Affairs Column" in The A u str a lia n . The w idespread popular
support for Blainey's statem ents on im m igration showed th a t th ere is an
im p o rtan t u n d erc u rren t of rejection of a non-racist im m igration policy in
A ustralian society.
In putting forw ard a new anti-A sian populism, w hich harkened back to the
"yellow peril" slogan of the 19th century, Blainey w as clear th at the issue w as
not the characteristics of Asians, b u t ra th e r our need for solidarity and
iden tity (as this quotation from his book All for A ustralia indicates):
The p resen t im m igration program m e, in its indifference to the feelings of
old A ustralians, erodes those loyalties. The m ulticultural policy, and its
em phasis on w h at is different and on the rights of the new m inority ra th e r
th an the old m ajority, gnaws at th a t sense of solidarity th at m any people
crave for. The policy of governm ents since 1978 to tu rn Australia into a
land of all nations runs across the present yearning for stability and social
cohesion (Blainey 1984).
Politicians of both major parties began to feel th a t th ere w as a groundsw ell of
opposition to m ulticulturalism . In the financial crisis of m id -1986, leaders of
the A ustralian Labor P arty thought th a t cuts in the m ulticultural area would
m eet w ith little opposition, and m ight indeed receive public support. The
A ustralian In stitute of M ulticultural Affairs w as abolished, funding for
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English as a Second Language (ESL) teaching w ere cut, and plans w ere made
to merge the m ulticultural Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) w ith the
A ustralian Broadcasting C o rp o ratio n (ABC).
But the party strategists had got it wrong: the cuts of 1986 led to an ethnic
mobilisation w hich th reaten ed the Labor hold on m arginal seats in Sydney
and Melbourne. As citizens, w ith the right to vote, im m igrants in Australia
cannot be excluded from political discourse. In an am azingly-rapid aboutturn, m any of the m easures of 1986 w ere rev ersed in early 1987. The new
direction w as signalled by:
j,
the establishm ent of an Office of M ulticultural Affairs (OMA) in the
D epartm ent of Prim e M inister and Cabinet, w ith wide pow ers to
monitor all Cabinet decisions
the setting up of an Advisory Council on M ulticultural Affairs (ACMA),
made up of prom inent people of varying ethnic backgrounds, to advise
the Prim e M inister, and to develop a "National Agenda for a
M ulticultural Australia", as a major statem en t of policy
the dropping of the proposed ABC-SBS m erger
the appointm ent of a new M inister of Im m igration and Ethnic Affairs
and a thorough reorganisation of the D epartm ent of Im m igration and
Ethnic Affairs
freq u e n t speeches by Mr. Hawke and other M inisters to ethnic
com m unity groups.
This zig-zag course did little to increase the credibility of the Governm ent's
im m igration and ethnic affairs strategies. The re-affirm ation of
m ulticulturalism w as seen by m any observers from the ethnic com m unities
as a m atter of electoral expediency ra th e r th an of principle. The debate w as
soon to break out again: in 1987, the Governm ent decided to re-exam ine its
im m igration polices and appointed the Committee to Advise on A ustralia's
Im m igration Policies (CAAIP), chaired by Dr. Stephen Fitzgerald. Its Report,
published in June 1988, Im m igration - A Com mitment & Australia contains a
series of detailed recom m endations for reform in im m igration policies. These
include m easures to increase the level of im m igration and to shift the priority
from e n try of fam ily m em bers of A ustralian residents to im m igration of
people w ith econom ically-valuable skills or e n trep ren eu rial qualities,
suggestions for linking im m igration policy to im provem ents in education and
training policy for A ustralians, and a range of proposals for im proving the
adm inistration of im m igration and settlem ent program s.
But the CAAIP Report w as also an attem p t to develop a "philosophy" of
im m igration and m ulticulturalism , and the public and media response to the
Renort has concentrated mainly on this ideological aspect, ra th e r th an on the
practical recom m endations. The Report asserts that:
Community attitudes to immigration... reflect confusion, anxiety, criticism
and sceptism... Public support in some qu arters is faltering and
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com m unity concensus in favour of im m igration is at risk...
M ulticulturalism... is seen by m any as social engineering w hich actually
invites injustice, inequality and divisiveness.
The Report suggests th at m any A ustralians do not understand
m ulticulturalism , and are w orried th a t it is leading to a division of the nation
into sep aratist cultural minorities. It also im plies th a t im m igration polices are
being strongly influenced by ethnic lobby groups, and therefore no longer
reflect the in terests of Australia as a nation. It therefore recom m ends that:
Im m igration policies be developed in the national in te rest and for all
A ustralians, and th a t in the philosophy of im m igration em phasis is given
to Australia, the A ustralian identity, and com m itm ent to Australia.
The public discourse w hich resulted from the publication of the Report w as
based largely on the idea th a t m igrants of non-English-speaking background
w ere dividing th e society and nation by m aintaining their own languages and
culture, and by living together in specific areas. The attem p t to rea ssert
A ustralian values and iden tity w as based on a nostalgic image of the AngloA ustralian society of the period of relative ethnic hom ogeneity betw een 1900
and 1945. The discourse had a strong elem ent of anti-A sian feeling, based on
the idea th a t it w as Asians w ho did most to th re a te n social cohesion - again a
v e ry old them e in A ustralian ideologies.
M atters cam e to a head at the beginning of August 1988, w hen the leader of
the Federal Opposition, John Howard, attacked m ulticulturalism , announced
his new slogan of "One Australia", and stated th a t a fu tu re Liberal-National
G overnm ent w ould reserv e the right to restrict Asian im m igration to
safeguard "social cohesion". M ulticulturalism had until th en been supported
by th e Liberal Party, and Howard had rejected discrim inatory im m igration
policies. His new policy seem ed to be based on the opportunistic assessm ent
(supported b y public opinion polls) th a t the call for curbs on Asian entries
would bring m any votes.
In fact th ere w as w idespread condem nation of Howard's new policy in the
mass media, and even w ithin his own party. The Prim e M inister, Bob Hawke
w en t on the offensive, stating th at it w as Howard w ho w as dividing the
nation by returning to the W hite A ustralia Policy. Howard rapidly retreated
from the declaration th at Asian m igration would be cut, instead em phasising
the need for recruiting highly-skilled m igrants and im plying - quite wrongly
- th a t this w ould m ean a lower! proportion of Asians. Even so, Howard barely
managed to get a m ajority for his new line w ithin the Liberal Party.
The c u rre n t debate on im m igration and m ulticulturalism is instructive in a
n u m b er of w ays. First, it shows the stren g th of the subm erged potential for
racism and ethnocentrism , the existence of which is hard ly surprising in view
of th e fact th a t racism against non-Europeans w as official policy until just
over tw e n ty y ears ago. There is no doubt th a t th ere is a racist backlash,
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which could easily be mobilised by unscrupulous politicians. Public opinion
polls show a strong cu rren t of opposition to im m igration (particularly of nonEuropeans) and to m ulticulturalism .
Second, the debate reveals the stren g th of m ulticultural policies and
institutions. Howard was unable to carry large sections of his p arty w ith him,
p artly because Liberals have participated in the developm ent of
m ulticulturalism , and because th ey fear the loss of "ethnic votes". In
particular the Liberal leaders in states w ith large m igrant populations Greiner in New South Wales and Kennett in Victoria - could not afford to
antagonise ethnic comm unities. Moreover, Greiner is him self a m igrant (from
Hungary) and th ere are prom inent Asians in his party, including a w om an
m em ber of parliam ent of Chinese origin. Hawke and the ALP, following the
experience of 1986, saw the ethnic com m unities as im portant allies, and
therefore took a clear anti-racist, pro-m ulticulturalism stand.
Third, the response of ethnic com m unity organisation has been to criticise the
failure to effectively im plem ent m ulticultural policies. Many of the
institutions and services set up in the last tw en ty years rem ain peripheral,
m arginal and powerless. M ulticulturalism is all-too-often tokenistic: it means
em ploying a few people as "ethnic w orkers" or setting up a "m ulticultural
unit", w ithout touching the centres of bureaucratic or economic control.
Despite tw en ty years of b ipartisan concensus on the need for change in
anglocentric institutions and structu res much rem ains to be done.
Fourth, the intensity of the controversy and the public involvem ent in it
showed th a t the relationship betw een ethnic diversity and national identity
in A ustralia is far from being resolved. The debates on nationhood, which
have played a g reat p a rt in the 1988 celebration of the Bicentenary of
European settlem ent, have been overshadow ed both by Aboriginal protests
and by the racist overtones of the im m igration debate. The attem p t to build a
nation on an ideology of m ulticulturalism has not failed, but nor has it yet
won general acceptance. There is no clear alternative, for a re tu rn to an
exclusionary form of nationalism fits neither A ustralia’s internal situation nor
its regional position, b u t m ulticulturalism is still not adequately developed as
a m eans of defining the nation.
The ALP Governm ent is now too com m ited to m ulticulturalism to retreat, but
sees problem s in gaining a m ajority for the policy. It has therefore redoubled
its efforts at w orking out the full m eaning of m ulticulturalism and its
consequence for policies in a w ide range of areas: imm igration, the labour
m arket, education, health care, w elfare, culture, the arts and so on. At the
tim e of w riting, the Advisory Council on M ulticultural Affairs has just
published a lengthy Discussion Paper entitled Towards a National Agenda for
a M ulticultural Australia (ACMA 1988) based on 18 m onths of research and
consultation ail around Australia. The aim of the Paper is to focus public
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debate in the area, in order to make it possible to w ork out a set of goals and
principles for fu tu re m ulticultural policies. This docum ent, w hich appeared
too late to be analysed here, will play a central role in fu tu re discussions on
A ustralian m ulticulturalism .
8. CONCLUSIONS
This paper has described the developm ent of A ustralia as a nation of
im m igrants over the last tw o centuries. We have seen how nation-building
w as based on th e incorporation of large inflows of settlers, both from Britain
and elsew here, b u t also on exclusionary practices directed against the
Aboriginal population, and against some of the m igrant groups. Since the
Second World War, population has more th an doubled, and A ustralia has
become one of the most ethically diverse countries in the world.
In dem ographic term s, A ustralia is in m any w ays in an interm ediate position
betw een th e older industrialised countries of Europe, and the developing
countries of Asia. Population growth, ageing, b irth rates, fertility and m ortality
all exhibit this in-betw een character. Only in one respect does Australia have
an extrem e situation: w ith regard to th e v e ry low density of population.
However, it w ould be an illusion to think th a t th ere is potential for huge
population growth. Much of the continent is arid and infertile, so th at
settlem ent is concentrated in fairly lim ited regions. In fact, in term s of
population concentration, A ustralia is one of the most highly urbanised
countries in the world.
In the last tw en ty years, governm ents have responded to the growing ethnic
diversity by developing policies of m ulticulturalism . An analysis of the
A ustralian experience in this area m ight help people in other parts of the
w orld in w orking through the dilem m as of how to manage an ethnically
diverse society. Australia has probably gone fu rth e r th an any other country
in trying to develop the political and institutional basis for a m ulticutural
society. As this paper has attem pted to show, this is not the resu lt of
enlightenm ent or foresight.
A ustralia's history is replete w ith racist
behaviour and policies. Until just over tw en ty y ears ago, the process of
nation-building w as based on ethno-centrism against everybody w ho w as not
British, b u t most particularly against Aborigines and Asians. The move to
m ulticulturalism has been the resu lt not of enlightenm ent b u t of necessity: an
im m igration policy based bn economic in terests led to a highly diverse
society, w hich could no longer be managed through m onocultural and
ethnocentric policies. A ustralian m ulticulturalism is a creative and original
response to this dilemma. It is at the sam e tim e a description of society, a
national ideology, a set of social policies and an institutional fram ew ork.
As the paper has shown, A ustralian m ulticulturalism has m any problem s, not
least of w hich is the continuing m arginalisation of the Aboriginal population.
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Im m igration policy and m ulticulturalism rem ain highly controversial. The
im portance of the A ustralian experience lies in the fact th at it rep resen ts a
conscious attem p t to w ork out strategies for dealing w ith the ethnic diversity
w hich is becoming increasingly m arked in most developed countries. It offers
a ten tativ e answ er to the question of how to m aintain social cohesion in a
post-nationalist world. For all its difficulties, A ustralian m ulticulturalism has
im portant lessons for other countries.
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